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The first time I received their bulletin was late one Wednesday night. It had been placed in my apartment mailbox. That rainy autumn evening I had just come back from Lawson's, a 24-hour convenience store. I was carrying some quick-fix food itemsbread, V8, cans of beer, coffee filters, things of that sort. In the faint glow from the streetlight, I cast a long and rather lonely shadow. Stepping over my own shadow as I entered the foyer of my apartment building, I found a sky-blue envelope tucked into my orange mailbox.
In the left corner was printed "The Silver Trout Fishing Network. " The sender's name, address, or telephone number were nowhere to be found. I thought for a second it had been delivered to the wrong place but my name and address were printed on the bottom right in the same font.
I stood at the entrance to the building wondering where the envelope had come from while the security guard, taking a break from the 9 o' clock news, shot a sullen glance at me through his window.
I threw my wet clothes into the washer, ate dinner, and took a shower. Then I turned on Billie Holiday and sipped a beer alone on the sofa in the dim living room, which seemed to cry out for a visitor. Billie Holiday had been unable to escape the depressing cycle of alcohol and drugs. She had crooned melancholy lyrics right up to her death at the age of forty-four in 1958. On lonesome and gloomy evenings I often drank beer and listened to her sad words. Why would someone with such a great gift take her own life? I listened to the lonely voice of a black singer who had died before I was even born, and shuddered at the realization that I had somehow arrived at the loneliest place in the world.
The phone suddenly rang, rattling the dead air in the room. I glanced over at the darkness gathering beyond the windowsill, and waited for five rings before picking up. It was rare for someone to call me so late at night. I said hello, but for a while there was no answer. I almost hung up thinking it was a wrong number, but then I heard a faint, faraway voice, "Um. . . . " I felt something wasn't right and brought the phone closer to my ear, waiting for the caller to say something. After about ten seconds, a thin, unfamiliar female voice spoke. What is it anyway?" "It's an invitation from the Silver Trout Fishing Network. " I glanced at the clock on the wall. A call from a fishing club at 11 p.m. and it wasn't even fishing season. What's more, I' d long since quit fishing, and had never been a member of a fishing club.
"Do you recall writing a newspaper article about silver trout fishing last summer? Our club read it, and we followed your advice and went to the Puk River in Kansŏng and the Wangp'i River in Ulchin for some mountain stream fishing. Anyway, we want to invite you to join our club. " "You'll find the time and location written on it. We' d really love for you to come. I have to hang up now, but I think side A on your record is done. " She hung up the phone before I had a chance to respond, like a postman who quickly vanishes after delivering the mail. I disliked such late night calls. They disrupted the fragile emotional rhythm and balance I was just barely maintaining. I decided to let this one go though. She knew Billie Holiday. That was a good enough reason for me to put up with it.
I calmly cut the edge of the envelope with scissors from the desk, and took out the contents.
Inside was a postcard with a xeroxed picture. It was, to my surprise, a piece by the American frontier photographer Edward Curtis called Hopi Indians. I couldn't imagine where they found this image. I was both delighted and shocked at the same time. I had once owned a collection of Curtis photographs called The North American Indian, but after I lost it I never imagined I' d run into a photograph of his again.
"Something is about to happen . . . this doesn't feel like a normal invite, " I muttered to myself, sitting back on the sofa. I sat bolt upright. Reading the machine-engraved letters on the back of the postcard, I started to feel increasingly tense. Finally, I felt as if I were being seized against my will by some police force. I did remember in the deepest recesses of my heart. Moments from a time so dark that they had been transformed into transparencies and discarded. I had given the Curtis photography collection to "her" long ago as a present.
She was the one who' d called me . . . , that's right. As part of some anonymous group. Who could have guessed that she still existed somewhere in Seoul?
That was three years before. Enough time for someone like me to have gone through countless relationships. Anyhow, she was the one who in the fall of that year had simply vanished like the closing scene in a movie. Speaking of movies, she had been an actress and commercial model. She studied acting in college and had some Bmovie roles but never got much exposure. When I first met her, she had been shooting a TV commercial for some clothing company.
We were both twenty-seven at the time, and both coincidently had July birthdays. She was already too old to make it as an actress.
Knowing this, she continued working as a commercial model just to eke out a living. She' d started out as an underwear model but by the time we were going out, she was modeling for small business catalogues. An opportunity had just opened up for her to be in a swimsuit commercial for a larger corporation. I had been working as a photographer for an ad agency at the time, and had gone to Cheju Island to shoot the swimsuit commercial. That was where we met.
Ch' ongmi Kim. I' d always wondered if her name meant fresh rice or fresh beauty. But I never asked. I just liked to wonder about things like that silently.
The commercial was scheduled to come out during the summer, and the early spring beach shoot was tough on the staff as well as the models. The girls had to go in and out of the icy seawater again and again during retakes, and shoot scenes four or five times including revisions and alternatives, holding the same pose no matter how exhausted they were, until the executive producer was satisfied. The TV commercial was going to air for a long time and needed to be flawless.
The sea felt dry, almost like a desert. Behind us was a field of yellow rape flowers, symbol of Cheju Island, but we did not have time to enjoy the scenery. The models had to smile like cheap dolls in the cold, enduring the abrasive language the staff hurled at them for days on end. The agency, moreover, was trying to keep within budget and had booked the cheapest inn, making the stay even more uncomfortable. Following the shoot the staff went out for drinks downtown, and on top of everything, they forced the models to serve them like hostess girls. She was inquisitive. Her heart was as pure as a river sprite's or she would not have been asking all these questions. "Well, they look migratory like swallows. As for homing animals, you're thinking of pigeons, honeybees, salmon, trout, and silver trout. " "Ah, I see. "
"They use the sun as their compass during their mass migration so their destination is always determined by the sun's position. " "Where did you learn all that?" she asked me again, looking up trustingly with her river sprite face. River sprite-I pictured kids in the summer frolicking naked in the water, and let out a tiny chuckle. The river sprite, an imaginary creature that looks human and sounds like a crying child.
She had asked the question while I was preoccupied with that absurd image. "It's not as if I know that much about it, but I used to fish a bit when I was young. Silver trout always return home to their river of origin. " "Ah, silver trout. " "Yes, right about now the silver trout would be swimming against the current from the ocean back to the river. When the cherry blossoms are in bloom and the days are warmed by a southern wind.
Then in the autumn they return to the river mouth where they were born and die after spawning their eggs. They're similar to marine salmon, which also swim upstream to their birthplace. " "Wow, I didn't know that. " In our clumsiness and awkwardness she and I started pushing through the transparent space that had isolated us, and brought our mouths together limply. I quivered to realize at that moment how longing could produce desire. All of a sudden she was nestled in my arms like a baby. Everything happened so quickly that I had to try numbly to take deep breaths. I had no idea what to do next. She clasped my neck tightly, shaking, and said, "Hold me. " She and I became one in that sea of yellow blossoms, free of regret or promises. As the moonlight faded so did we, slowly floating away like the ebbing tide.
A week after I came back to Seoul, I saw her again at a café in Insadong. Her face was pale that day as if she' d been suffering from some emotional distress. We sat in silence as she chain-smoked and sipped beer. She seemed to be struggling with something, but I didn't know how to begin to help. When midnight drew near she rose unsteadily from her seat and asked me to let her rest. I took her to the nearest inn. We watched television in silence for a while, and without planning to, I undressed her and climbed into bed.
She closed her eyes and lay there like a mummy. It was only after we had begun to have sex that I realized this was not what she' d wanted. The "act" ended uneventfully. Then she opened her eyes slowly, and listlessly mumbled. "Everything's become scary. Even this. " I continued to see her for a couple of months afterward. We usually had fried pork cutlets or beefsteak for dinner, drank some beer, got intoxicated and had mediocre sex. It was always the same.
Fried pork cutlet, beer, sex, beefsteak, beer, sex, fried pork cutlet, beer, sex . . . we weren't that into the sex, but did it anyway like people stranded on an island with nothing else to do.
I waited for her one autumn day in front of a downtown theater.
I remember waiting for a pretty long time, not questioning why she might have asked to meet me at a theater. Dressed in a purple Burberry coat, she snuck in the back way twenty minutes after the movie had begun. She took me into the dark movie theater, just as I was getting over the unfamiliarity and discomfort of not being able to recognize her right away. We kept our eyes glued to the screen until the very end of the movie, like complete strangers.
Time passed awkwardly until the bell rang and the lights came on.
Bleary-eyed, the rest of the audience rose from their seats to leave. Sitting on my living room sofa that very morning I had burned, in an ashtray, the postcard they had sent. It was tucked between the pages of a book so no one would have found it, but it seemed to be calling out to me, "I told you to burn me!" The "Disappearing Tribe"-the Hopi Indians-disappeared quite literally in my ashtray.
Then something unexpected happened. Until that morning I had been ambivalent about going out to the Telephone Café, but staring at the ashes I began to miss "her. " I' d developed a sudden urge to go out and meet her. "You mean this very car?" "Yes, so that they would no longer be suppressed or managed, yet protected from further attack or damage. It's analogous to the structure of our underground network. We are finding ways to recover within a state of unboundedness. "
A state of unboundedness. . . . It was within this state of unbounded consciousness that I was moving toward an unknown state. Yet there was no way to escape. I could only move forward.
Were we going in the direction of Hongik University? She muttered, "We're here, " as the car disappeared into a narrow alley in the café area. It had all happened so quickly, I began to feel myself getting agitated again.
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The The sound of the rolling water jug stopped, drowned out by street noise. She nodded as if telling me to proceed. "Tell me if she's here. This is very important to me. " "She's here, " she confirmed.
"Let me explain. Our very first meeting was two springs ago.
An unknown actress at the time, she began to meet with a group of fellow magazine writers, college lecturers, and artists at a café in Sinch' on. This grew into what we have today. They all had different reasons for joining but all the members had been rejected by life in some way. They sought out others like themselves, and the meetings became more and more secretive. As time passed, architects, doctors, underground singers, and poets joined the group, but membership was eventually restricted to those born in July of 1964 as a way to strengthen club solidarity. Of course to the outside world, all these people continue to lead normal lives. But all the members are unable to find any grounding in that existence.
We meet in secret once or twice a month. In a way we are leading a double life, unable to accept the real world. So we live as people who've built an entirely different community underground. This is why we decided to use the coded language of silver trout among ourselves. It is here that we practice over and over again strategies for survival. "
I looked through the dim window and took stock of the world we had just passed through. I was not sure whether I belonged here or there. "Okay, let's go, " she said as she unfastened her seat belt. I was jolted from my numbness. Then she got out of the car. From that point on, no one gave me a second glance or even tried to talk to me. They just sat around as before, occasionally clinking their glasses in the midst of incessant chatter. I found my whole existence again reduced to that of a burnt-out candle, and apprehensively tried to keep track of time. I couldn't find any traces of "her" although they said she was here. I wondered who would come for me, and when?
My mind wandered again, thinking about the Hopis, that tragic tribe standing on a windy mesa waiting for eternal oblivion. I thought of them and the woman who had left me long ago.
I waited and waited some more, until I forgot the meaning of patience. I could do nothing else. I finished the bottle of alcohol and passed the time listening to the chatter around me. Nothing happened. They turned their backs on me, engrossed in their own business. I wasn't being neglected, just excluded.
I hadn't noticed that they had all begun to gather in a circle.
They had stopped chattering. I watched them closely, expecting something to happen. The hand took my own silently and pulled me to an unknown place beyond a door behind the cabinet. "I have been spiraling down ever since that time, " she said.
What did she meant by "that time"? I could only see three chairs in the room where we were sitting. It felt like a small dank café.
A candle burned dimly on the table, but the interior was dark,
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Yun Dae Nyeong Azalea mysterious, and cold. Here I was, seeing her again after all these years, in a basement cellar that looked like a defunct bar. She sat, motionless, on a chair in the corner. Her face was pale and drawn, like a frozen face scribbled on a white sketchpad. Her skinny bare feet peeking out from underneath her skirt were the only proof she was alive. The words we exchanged seemed surreal. I was barely holding on between reality and illusion.
I had returned to that original place. Spring, the yellow blossoms, the geese, silver trout, the moon, the river sprite . . . , all those things. The girl I had met in that beautiful mythical place. Thinking such thoughts, I found courage and made a declaration: I would cast off all ambition, deceit, and vanity, as well as this sleepless age.
No, you need to go back further. You need to come back to the place you once were. She repeated this again and again, and I felt my heart grow sicker.
I told her I was back at the Wangp'i River in Ulchin. I knew I had to talk this way. ". . . Come, a little more, " she said.
Then I sensed shaking and agitation in her once expressionless face. In the midst of it all I realized that our time together had scarred her in incurable ways.
